The risk of epithelial ovarian cancer in short-term users of oral contraceptives.
Short-term use (less than 1 year) or oral contraceptives has been associated with increased to slightly decreased risks of epithelial ovarian cancer in several studies. To determine what might account for a statistically significant 40% reduction in risk associated with as little as 3 to 6 months of use, a finding previously reported from the Cancer and Steroid Hormone Study, and to consider the implications for mechanisms of pathogenesis, the authors compared numerous characteristics of short-term users of oral contraceptives (41 cases, 412 controls) with those of never users (242 cases, 1,517 controls). The reduced risk among short-term users was consistently restricted to women who stopped using oral contraceptives for medical reasons, which were essentially side effects; there was little evidence of a protective effect among women who stopped for nonmedical reasons. Factors such as age, parity, family history of ovarian cancer, estrogen dose, history of sterilization, and latency (interval from first use) could not account for the finding. These analyses suggest that short-term use of oral contraceptives has little to no effect per se on reducing the risk of epithelial ovarian cancer and that side effects resulting in cessation of oral contraceptive use shortly after it was begun may be indicative of factors that are protective against the disease.